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LESSONS ON ECCLESIASTES #3
Topic: Religion - Ecclesiastes 5:1-7 deals with “religion” – i.e. the practice of religion – in a
somewhat surprising way. These verses urge caution and carefulness.

5:1 Guard your steps when you go to the house of God; to draw near to listen is better than the
sacrifice offered by fools; for they do not know how to keep from doing evil.
This isn’t the sort of fiery prophetic denunciation of misdirected worship you get from an Amos or a
Micah, but a very careful recommendation of circumspection… and of wise action. The thing it shares in
common is that seeking to do good (rather than evil) is more important than sacrifices and elaborate
ceremony.
5:2 Never be rash with your mouth, nor let your heart be quick to utter a word before God, for
God is in heaven, and you upon earth; therefore let your words be few.
Robert Davidson, who wrote the Daily Study Bible commentary on Ecclesiastes (Westminster Press,
1986), notes here that Qoheleth’s “problem” is that God is seen as a distant and fairly impersonal being.
But, nonetheless, God-in-heaven “hears” what is said, and is believed to hold us to it. This line of
thinking continues in verses4-5….
(Verse 3… thought to be a “proverb” quoted by Qoheleth… is paired, below, with verse 7.)
5:4 When you make a vow to God, do not delay fulfilling it; for God has no pleasure in fools.
Fulfill what you vow. 5 It is better that you should not vow than that you should vow and not
fulfill it.
Verses 4-5 provide the most succinct summary of biblical teaching on vows anywhere… encompassing
both the Hebrew Bible and the teachings of Jesus. Oaths, vows, and promises are a huge thing in the
Bible. (See Numbers 30:1-2, Deut. 23:21-23, Mt. 5:33-37, etc.) What is vowed has to be done. Jesus’s
recommendation in Mt. 5 to “not swear at all” closely echoes Deut. 23:22 and Ecclesiastes 5:5.
Matthew 5:33-37 "Again, you have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, "You shall
not swear falsely, but carry out the vows you have made to the Lord.' But I say to you, do not
swear at all, either by heaven, for it is the throne of God, or by the earth, for it is his footstool, or
by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great King. And do not swear by your head, for you cannot
make one hair white or black. Let your word be "Yes, Yes' or "No, No'; anything more than this
comes from the evil one.

Vows are truly “binding” things in the biblical view. In the Hebrew-Jewish tradition, uttering something
changes things, creates things, etc.
For us… repeating what I said in the Sermon on the Mount lessons… what about marriage vows? (For
instance: “Until we are parted by death.”) Vows of celibacy…? (Critiqued and rejected by Protestant
Reformers in the 16th century.) Ordination vows…? (Vow to “be governed by our church’s polity, and
abide by its discipline” was extremely problematic before the changes to allow LGBTQ ordination in
2011 and same-sex marriage in 2015 vis a vis the PCUSA. I – Ken – was ordained before coming out,
never sought or served in a called/installed position after coming out… because of that vow… and by
2011/2015 no longer wanted a call. Thankfully by 2012 there had been a PCUSA minister could be
married to a same-sex partner, even though we could not yet perform same-sex marriages.)
5:6 Do not let your mouth lead you into sin, and do not say before the messenger that it was a
mistake; why should God be angry at your words, and destroy the work of your hands?
Verse 6, again, evokes New Testament echoes from James 3:1-12, concerning the “tongue” as
dangerous and fickle.
5:3 For dreams come with many cares, and a fool's voice with many words.
5:7 With many dreams come fleetingness and a multitude of words; but fear God.
The pairing of verses 3&7 helps both. Verse 3 – a where the word translated “many cares” here, means
“heavy travail” – lifts up the worrisome aspect of dreams. It brings to mind what I call “chaos” dreams,
where things just don’t work, leaving the dreamer upset and feeling helpless.
The closing advice… “fear” or “revere” God. Qoheleth may not be a religious enthusiast, but Qoheleth is
carefully religious.
Topic: Official Corruption – Whatever else, verses 8-9 show that the writer of Ecclesiastes was living in
an era of imperial hierarchy and bureaucracy. This verse falls into the category of Jane Austen’s, “It is a
truth universally acknowledged, that….” (The opening lines of Pride and Prejudice.)
5:8 If you see in a province the oppression of the poor and the violation of justice and right, do
not be amazed at the matter; for the high official is watched by a higher, and there are yet
higher ones over them. 9 But all things considered, this is an advantage for a land: a king for a
plowed field.
The un-prophetic nature of these lines is clear… not a call for remediation and justice, but an implicit
shrug of shoulders and pragmatic relativism. This is particularly striking in these weeks of new
discussions on racism in the U.S. and on the proper role and oversight of police. This week’s ruling on
LGBTQ+ employment non-discrimination, and on upholding DACA, also come to mind… and so on.
Topic: Insatiable Materialism vs. “Enough” (Again) –
5:10 The lover of money will not be satisfied with money; nor the lover of wealth, with gain. This
also is vanity.
11 When goods increase, those who eat them increase; and what gain has their owner but to see
them with his eyes?
12 Sweet is the sleep of laborers, whether they eat little or much; but the surfeit of the rich will
not let them sleep.

Throughout the Hebrew and Christian scriptures there is deep concern and discomfort about the
accumulation of excessive wealth. In the law and prophets it is mostly addressed in terms of communal
morality and social justice. In Ecclesiastes, and with Jesus, it is address in a very personalistic way,
addressing the accumulation of wealth on the soul.
Back in lesson 6 of the Sermon on the Mount series, we looked at some of Jesus’s saying about wealth:
6:19-21 "Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and
where thieves break in and steal; but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither
moth nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is,
there your heart will be also.”
In that lesson we also looked at a particular passage in James that echoes Jesus’s teaching:
Come now, you rich people, weep and wail for the miseries that are coming to you. Your riches
have rotted, and your clothes are moth- eaten. Your gold and silver have rusted, and their rust
will be evidence against you, and it will eat your flesh like fire. You have laid up treasure for the
last days. Listen! The wages of the laborers who mowed your fields, which you kept back by
fraud, cry out, and the cries of the harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord of hosts. You
have lived on the earth in luxury and in pleasure; you have fattened your hearts in a day of
slaughter. You have condemned and murdered the righteous one, who does not resist you. –
James 5:1-6
A bit further on in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus says:
6:24 "No one can serve two masters; for a slave will either hate the one and love the other, or be
devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and wealth.”
Also, in Luke 12, Jesus alludes to Ecclesiastes in the parable of the rich fool:
12:18Then he said, ‘This is what I will do: I will tear down my barns and will build bigger ones,
and there I will store up all my grain and my goods. 19Then I will say to myself, “You have plenty
of good things laid up for many years. Take it easy. Eat, drink, and be merry!”’ 20But God said to
him, ‘You fool! This very night your life will be required of you. Then who will own what you have
accumulated?’…
The point of Jesus’s words in the parable are, in fact, virtually pre-summarized by Qoheleth in the next
verse:
Eccl. 5:13 There is a grievous ill that I have seen under the sun: riches were kept by their owners
to their hurt, 14 and those riches were lost in a bad venture; though they are parents of
children, they have nothing in their hands.
One finds oneself wondering how much time Jesus, in the so-called “lost years” of his life, may have
spent in pondering Ecclesiastes? He seems not just to have known it, but echoed it in some key ways.
Another question that occurs is what Qoheleth means by “a grievous ill” when it occurs in various
places? (See just above, and just below, for instance….)

5:15 As they came from their mother's womb, so they shall go again, naked as they came; they
shall take nothing for their toil, which they may carry away with their hands. 16 This also is a
grievous ill: just as they came, so shall they go; and what gain do they have from toiling for the
wind? 17 Besides, all their days they eat in darkness, in much vexation and sickness and
resentment.
My sense is that “a grievous ill” is meant in verse 16 as being grievous because of the “fleetingness” to
which such materialists have devoted themselves… for nothing in the end.
Over twenty years ago, when the Paa-Ko development was beginning in the East Mountains, a friend
who knew the developer said to me one day, with great enthusiasm, “[The Developer] is going to make
‘X’ million dollars!” My friend was utterly shocked when I said in reply, “And when they lower him into
the grave he’ll have no more money in his pocket than any of the rest of us.” That is Qoheleth’s point as
the text comes around again to the book’s central teaching:
5:18 This is what I have seen to be good: it is fitting to eat and drink and find enjoyment in all
the toil with which one toils under the sun the few days of the life God gives us; for this is our
lot. 19 Likewise all to whom God gives wealth and possessions and whom he enables to enjoy
them, and to accept their lot and find enjoyment in their toil—this is the gift of God. 20 For they
will scarcely brood over the days of their lives, because God keeps them occupied with the joy of
their hearts.
In chapter 6, Qoheleth continues very much in the same vein as 15:10-17, etc.:
6: 1 There is an evil that I have seen under the sun, and it lies heavy upon humankind: 2 those to
whom God gives wealth, possessions, and honor, so that they lack nothing of all that they desire,
yet God does not enable them to enjoy these things, but a stranger enjoys them. This is fleeting;
it is a grievous ill.
3 A man may beget a hundred children, and live many years; but however many are the days of
his years, if he does not enjoy life's good things, or has no burial, I say that a stillborn child is
better off than he. 4 For it comes into vanity and goes into darkness, and in darkness its name is
covered; 5 moreover it has not seen the sun or known anything; yet it finds rest rather than
he does. 6 Even though he should live a thousand years twice over, yet enjoy no good—do not all
go to one place?
7 All human toil is for the mouth, yet the appetite is not satisfied.
8 For what advantage have the wise over fools? And what do the poor have who know how to
conduct themselves before the living?
9 Better is the sight of the eyes than the wandering of desire; this also is vanity and a chasing
after wind.
The further in we go into the text, the more it seems clear that Qoheleth’s ultimate teaching is the
simple enjoyment of the good things of life… as a gift of God to mortal humans. On a personal individual
level, all else is fleeting and ultimately unsatisfying, and thus grievous.
Qoheleth is not a prophet, but… I think… more of a personal spiritual director.
And, then, Qoheleth returns back to the original theme: “whatever goes around, comes around….”

6:10 Whatever has come to be has already been named, and it is known what human beings are,
and that they are not able to dispute with those who are stronger.
11 The more words, the more fleetingness, so how is one the better? 12 For who knows what is
good for mortals while they live the few days of their vain life, which they pass like a shadow?
For who can tell them what will be after them under the sun?
There is, I think, a note of resignation in verse 10… and, who is the “stronger” here? The socially
dominant? Or even God? Again, perhaps, echoes evoking JOB’s “Shaddai”?
One really has to wonder what life circumstance occurred for Qoheleth to bring about such strong
insistence on the “fleetingness” of everything, and on the need to simply enjoy the simple good things as
best one can? Whatever the case, what Qoheleth writes has the sound of the voice of experience.

